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Abstract 
The purpose of this article is to provide an overview of relevance-based teaching techniques (RBTTs).  Such techniques focus on 
activities that complement (or sometimes replace) the traditional lecture format.  RBTTs are designed to enhance the learning 
experience for students.  
perceptions of the teaching technique.  
 2012 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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exam formats (standardized tests, essay questions).  It is important for students to demonstrate comprehension and 
instructors to verify that they have conducted assessments.  However, exams are not the only form of assessment.  
Rather, instructors can use a variety of techniques to (a) expose students to course concepts in the real world and (b) 
assess s   This paper provides a brief overview of some relevance-based teaching techniques 
(RBTTs).  
     RBTTs are consistent with the view of students as active learners (Araghieh, Farahani, Ardakani & Zadeh, 
2011; Qualters, 2001), and matches learning processes under naturalistic conditions (Resnick, 1987).  Such 
techniques focus on the use of materials/opportunities that are directly relevant to course concepts.  Thus, 
application techniques (e.g., Harrison, Short & Roberts, 2003), interaction with community members (e.g., 
Swanson, King & Wolbert, 1997) or media use (e.g.,Marontate, 2005) are not simply tasks to keep students busy.  
Rather, each source of media material or field activity should have a clear purpose and connection.  For example, 
instructors can require that students use information (gathered from activities) to generate solutions for serious 
problems (Asay & Curry, 2003).  Thus, the materials/opportunities have practical value in assessment of student 
comprehension and application of course concepts.  RBTTs require more planning, but the planning is often 
rewarded by a deeper form of student learning. 
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Application techniques 
     Application techniques focus on the use of course concepts to test, explore and refine comprehension.  These 
techniques acknowledge that memorization of course information can be important, but highlight that memorization 
is not always sufficient.  Rather, instructors can guide students to move beyond memorization/repetition models and 
foster students
reflection, lab work and student projects. 
     Reflection refers to exploration or critique in order to achieve clarification (e.g., Honey, Waterworth, Baker & 
Lenzie-Smith, 2006).  Self-
issues (e.g., ethics, logistical challenges, redesign possibilities, distribution of world resources).  Reflection has been 
used in diverse fields, such as medicine (Honey et al., 2006), geography (Harrison, Short & Roberts, 2003) and 
family studies (Eby, 2001).  For example, Summerby-Murray (2010) used student narratives in a geography course, 
which allowed them to tell their stories and relate their experiences to class materials.  In this way, he was helping 
students to take geographical concepts from abstractions to concrete issues in their own lives.     
     Lab work has also focused on linkages between concrete tasks (e.g., experiments) and abstractions (e.g., 
chemistry, physics).  These labs have served important functions in undergraduate education throughout the years.  
However, such spaces do not have to be limited to standard tasks.  For example, Travis and Lord (2004) reported 
that students in a biology lab learned more effectively when instructors used constructivistic techniques.  In addition, 
it should be noted that labs are used in various forms of art, such as dance, music or theater.  These spaces can be 
used for experimentation with preservation of traditional cultures or development of new artistic expressions (e.g., 
Mackinlay, 2003).  There can also be virtual labs, in which entire worlds exist within the framework of a single 
computer or more broadly within the internet.  For example, Jarmon, Traphagan, Mayrath and Trivedi (2009) used 
Second Life (an online environment) in teaching about communication principles. 
      
application techniques.  Instructors can use project-based approaches, in which they expose students to challenges or 
problems, and then provide opportunities for students to seek resolution.  Resolution might not always be possible, 
but the search can be educationally valuable (Hall, 2006).  Project-based teaching has been shown to encourage 
peer-to-peer learning, organizational skills, and application of learned material to practical knowledge (Dehaene et 
al., 2011).  There is not a single technique or problem that is used universally.  The design or selection of such 
techniques should be tailored to specific courses.    
     For example, Greene (2008) conducts debates on legal issues within a US psychology course.  As there is not 
legal or social consensus on some issues (e.g., assisted suicide), it is important for students to understand multiple 
viewpoints.  In a German engineering course, Reinicke, Ganzer and Teodoriu (2011) presented their students with 
documents (e.g., maps) about oil fields and had students conduct a series of engineering computations about the site.  
In such an assignment, it might be critical that engineering teams achieve consensus on a single decision (e.g., 
measurement, tools).  As part of a larger project in a tourism course, DeBres and Comansingh (2006) had students 
provide suggestions for improvement of tourism sites/services.  This assignment required that students evaluate the 
situations that students face after graduation.  
Interactions with community members 
     There can be educational benefits to interactions with community members.  These interactions give students 
exposure to events/environments which might be difficult or impossible to replicate in the classroom.  It is also 
possible that community members have knowledge, skills and perspectives which they can share.  This shared 
If students are 
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able to assist in community improvements (e.g., solving problems, increasing resources), then the local members 
benefit as well.  Three types of community interactions are field trips, community engagement and service learning.  
        Field trips are defined as planned educational events that require students to leave the classroom and/or campus 
(Tortop, Uzunkavak & Ozek, 2009).  Trips can be designed by agencies/organizations that allow students to enter 
their environments (e.g., museums, factories).  In such environments, the agencies might have strict protocols that 
must be followed (e.g., historic preservation, health codes), so instructors might have little input on how the field 
trips are conducted.  In contrast, some trips are planned entirely by instructors.  In these cases, the instructors 
determine the parameters (e.g., time, location, duration of trip, student activities).  It is also possible for instructors, 
students and agencies/organizations to collaborate on trip planning/creation.  If students are involved in the creation 
process, then they will learn about the environment (e.g., location, history, current conditions) before the trip occurs 
(Cotton & Cotton, 2009).  Student involvement also empowers them to take some responsibility for their own 
learning processes (e.g., Kocoska, 2009; Skop, 2008). 
 
     Field trips can occur in a wide range of locations, such as prisons (Castleberry, 2007), industrial engineering 
sites (Hartman & Hartman, 2008), vacation/tourist locations (Armstrong, 2003), zoos, and cinemas (Davidson et al., 
2009).  Most field trips are brief (e.g., 1-3 days), but international trips (e.g., Cotton & Cotton, 2009) can last for 
weeks or months.  Trips can vary in the degree to which they require student involvement.  In a more passive mode, 
students might simply be observers and not engage directly with individuals or elements of environments 
(Thompson & Cooper, 2001).  In a more active mode, students might have to mimic/enact the tasks that would be 
required of them if they actually worked in the environments (e.g., Armstrong, 2003).  In this way, students receive 
some exposure to the demands that they might face in the profession (after graduation from college).  It should also 
be noted that trips can serve as a warning for students.  More specifically, students might see the consequences (e.g., 
pollution/environmental toxicity, prison, homelessness) if they or others engage in certain behaviors (Castleberry, 
2007).  This is consistent with the teaching principle that instructors have a responsibility to expose students to 
issues and problems in the real world (Molosiwa, 2010). 
     It should be noted that a single field trip could be used for multiple educational activities.  For example, 
students from seven different courses at a US university participated in the Brooklyn GreenWalk (Berger et al., 
2011).  Throughout the walk, eight different presentations were conducted and students were expected to apply 
course concepts to the experience.  Students engaged in learning tasks which ranged from (a) exposure to a 
restaurant that recycled cooking oil into fuel for a delivery van to (b) measurement of heat and electricity in an 
industrial area to (c) (d) examination of building 
design choices to reduce ecological impact (Berger et al., 2011).  Such a field trip can be successful, but it requires 
significant coordination among instructors.     
       Community engagement refers to the collaborative relationships between individuals engaged in (a) higher 
education and (b) environments outside of higher education (e.g., neighborhoods, agencies, businesses, schools, 
hospitals).   These collaborations are designed to be mutually beneficial, such that community members gain from 
the activities of students/instructors and students learn from community members (Holland, 2009).  If higher 
education has an obligation to improve conditions in the world, then engagement can be one pathway to fulfill this 
obligation.  Indeed, the involvement in the community has the potential sustain cultures, improve conditions, and/or 
save lives (Bender, 2008; Christie, 2008).   
     Students can engage in a variety of activities, such as needs assessment, advocacy, education, distribution of 
essential supplies, program development, and/or program evaluation (e.g., Lindenfeld, 2010; Wattman, et al., 2009).  
Community engagement activities can occur as a one-time event, or long-term involvement with a partner 
agency/organization (Timmermans & Bouman, 2005).  The key element of engagement is that it should be a value-
added experience.  That is, the quality of life for community members should be improved (even temporarily) from 
interactions with students.  Similarly, students should gain something from engagement events, such as exposure to 
life conditions which they might not have experienced or seen previously (e.g., Christie, 2008).  For example, 
Canadian medical students provide care to community members in rural areas (Strasser et al., 2009).   
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     In contrast to community engagement, service learning has more precise parameters.  In particular, service 
learning requires that (a) students engage in tasks over an extended period of time (e.g., semester, year), (b) student 
tasks should meet c
community members, (d) service learning environments/tasks should be directly relevant to concepts being taught in 
courses, and (e) students should engage in analysis/reflection that requires them to make linkages between class 
concepts and community realities (e.g., Brabant & Hochman, 2004; Bringle & Hatcher, 2007).  Thus, it is not 
sufficient for students to simply serve as volunteers or assistants.  Rather, service learning requires demonstration of 
student comprehension and/or skill development (Eyler, 2002). 
     Service learning has been utilized in a broad range of college disciplines.  For example, instructors have used 
this teaching technique in courses that focus on biology (Santas, 2009), business (Muscat & Whitty, 2009), family 
studies (Eby, 2001), finance (Palmer, Goetz & Chatterjee, 2009), gerontology (Knopf & Burnette, 2003), law/justice 
(Swanson, King & Wolbert, 1997), medicine/nursing (Darland & Sims, 2010) and robotics/computer science 
(Anderson, Borriello, Martin & Black, 2009).  These courses allow students to begin applying concepts (learned 
from courses), but also see realistic conditions of being outside the classroom (e.g., Darland & Sims, 2010).  These 
conditions allow students to face the challenges (logistical, ethical, financial) that are common to their profession.  If 
they face the challenges successfully, then students can have transformative experiences that have long-term effects 
on their careers and communities (Santas, 2009; Muscat & Whitty, 2009). 
Media 
     Although field trips, community engagement and service learning can be useful teaching techniques, they also 
present significant challenges for instructors.  For example, each of the techniques can require substantial 
be expensive and raise issues of liability (e.g., student safety, protection of historical/environmental sites).  
Instructors are advised to receive training in service learning before they utilize this technique (Eby, 2001; Eyler, 
2002), but training is not easily available at all universities.  Under these conditions, it might be helpful for 
instructors to consider other RBTTs.  One resource for RBTTs is media (e.g., film, television, music, literature, 
games). 
     Upon initial consideration, media might seem too trivial for the college classroom.  If media use is considered 
a form of leisure, then some instructors might perceive that media inclusion (in courses) undermines the seriousness 
of an educational environment.  It can also be challenging to identify a fit with courses because media is typically 
not designed for specific courses.  However, the potential value should not be overlooked ( ).  
There is a broad range of nonfictional media (e.g., biographies, documentaries, photographs, audio recordings, 
online video) that provide a portrait of significant events.   These resources make it possible for students to gain 
exposure to events/processes that they cannot experience directly (e.g., due to temporal, financial or ethical 
constraints).  In addition, media resources can provide multiple viewpoints on the same events.  These viewpoints 
help students learn how to analyze and prioritize information, which fosters decision-making skills required in many 
professions.  In addition, nonfictional media can provide a record of events that are rarely seen by humans (Allen & 
Keeling, 2011), and/or truncate information that would be too slow or difficult to perceive in real time.  Media is 
also consistent with case study models that have long been used in fields such as law, business and science (e.g., 
Brickman, Glynn & Graybeal, 2008). 
     Fictional media (e.g., films, television programs, music, art, stories) can also be utilized as teaching tools.  
Similar to nonfictional media, fiction can provide insights into various topics.  For example, information about the 
production and access to fiction (e.g., films, books, online music) can be used to address issues such as 
majority/minority status (Ebrahimpour & Sepehri, 2011), social stratification, business elements of art (Beckman, 
2007), political power, racial/ethnic identity (Mackinlay, 2003), and gender/sex roles (Cohen, 2002).  In addition, an 
examination of such issues can open dialogue about taboo topics.  For example, instructors have used literature to 
identify medical student resistance to dealing with issues such as illness, violence and oppression (Wear & Aultman, 
2005).  Another benefit of fictional media is that it can portray the zeitgeist (e.g., views of science, medicine, 
2428   Jacki Fitzpatrick and Erin Kostina-Ritchey /  Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences  46 ( 2012 )  2424 – 2433 
technology, fashion, culture) during a particular time frame.  This historical media can be examined in the context of 
its own period, or its relevance to the current zeitgeist (e.g., Kuzu, 2010). 
     Finally, fictional online games/simulations allow students to practice decision making processes without the 
transportation, vaccines, quarantines, food) in response to hypothetical pandemics (TPM Games, 2011).  The game 
provides a count of issues such as (a) money spent, (b) number of resources, (c) number of infected individuals and 
(d) number of deaths.  Students can play the game repeatedly, and learn from their mistakes.  This allows the 
students to take responsibility for their decisions and refine their decisions based on immediate feedback, without 
ever creating real losses (e.g., medical supplies, money, people).  It might be better for students to engage in such 
practices in the classroom before they enter the real world, in which the wrong decisions cannot always be corrected 
or undone.  
     If instructors want to use media in their courses, then they can also decide as to whether they will select media 
or allow students to make selections.  If instructors make the selections, then they can make judgments based on 
their expertise in field. In addition, instructors know how the media fits into the course content.  For example, 
Shdaimah (2009) utilizes documentaries to demonstrate various public policy issues over the length of a course.  
Compared to the students, the instructor knows (a) which documentaries are the best choices, and (b) why/how the 
documentaries reflect course concepts.  Thus, an instructor can design the educational experience for the students. 
     In contrast, instructors can allow students to select (nonfictional or fictional) media.  It is possible that 
students are aware of some media (e.g., writers, performers, venues) with which instructors are unfamiliar.  Thus, 
students might bring novel insights, problems, or solutions to problems into the classroom via their media selections.  
This principle is consistent with other novelty-based teaching techniques in physiology (e.g., Cortright, Collins & 
DiCarlo, 2005).  Student selection of media does not need to simply focus on their personal preferences.  Rather, 
selection can be well-defined tasks, in which students have to follow specific criteria, conduct analyses, and link 
analyses to course concepts.  For example, students in criminal justice courses can use fictional crime shows to 
identify the accuracies/inaccuracies in the portrayals of forensic/law enforcement procedures (e.g., Childers, 2010; 
Rockell, 2009).  However, the students cannot accurately make these identifications unless they understand the 
forensic principles.  Finally, it should be noted that students can create their own media.  Technology now makes it 
possible for many students to generate simulations or records of actual events.  Student-based media has been used 
in diverse disciplines, such as music (Marontate, 2005), nursing (Demir, Bulut & Dal, 2009), and architecture 
(Barua, 2001). 
2. Assessment of one RBTT 
     The first author has created a media-based teaching technique for a family studies course.  This technique 
romantic partners 
(see Table 1 for assignment instructions).  Although this topic might not be salient for all academic disciplines (e.g., 
physics, art), the basic processes of the assignment (e.g., media selection, analysis, linkage to course concepts) are 
adaptable to many topics.  In addition, this specific assignment was directly relevant to the specific topics within the 
course.  Thus, it was consistent with RBTT principles. 
 
Table 1.  Description of  Relevance-Based Teaching  Technique (Group Display Project) 
There will be one group display project; this project is worth 75 points. Each student is expected to participate in the grou p presentation. The 
student will be placed into a small (3-5 students) group. Each group must conduct a brief (10-15 minute) presentation on one dimension of close 
relationship dynamics (e.g., attraction, love, commitment). Although the group might be given some class time to discuss the project, this time 
will not be sufficient to complete the project. Therefore, the group is strongly encouraged to plan additional time to complete the project.  
Each group must conduct a presentation on a unique dimension of close relationships. The instructor will communicate with group members 
during the semester dimension is sufficiently unique. The group should utilize at least two scholarly journal articles to 
provide information about the dimension. The presentation must include a poster that is sufficiently large for the entire cla ss to view easily. The 
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poster , 
name. The poster must include list of at least 5 characteristics that define or reflect the dimension (e.g., Commitment - 
, Love   
constraint commitment? What is storgic love? What is emotional attraction?) and how each characteristic contributes to relationships (e.g., How 
does personal dedication commitment help relationships? How does ludic love harm relationships? Do relationships last longer if they are based 
on physical attraction?).  
Each group is required to provide media examples of at least one of the characteristics (e.g., storgic love, constraint commitment) displayed in 
the poster. The media should provide specific examples of the information presented in the overview. This media may be a film (rated PG-13 or 
lower) or a nonfiction television episode (rated TV14 or lower). Media from other sources (e.g., music, websites, magazines) are permitted and 
should meet similar rating standards. Media portrayals of explicit sex, violence, or vulgarity are strongly discouraged and will result in grade 
deductions. The most important aspect of the media is that it shows the relationship dimension "in action". For example, if the group focuses on 
constraint commitment as a characteristic, then the media should clearly show individuals engaging in constraint commitment.  
It is possible, although not required, to show "poor" examples of a dimension. So if the group is focusing on commitment, then it is perfectly 
acceptable to show media of couples with poor commitment as well as couples with strong commitment. It is important, then, to clearly identify 
the "poor" and "strong" media. The group should provide a brief -1 minute) description for each piece of media (e.g., Who are the characters? 
How are they related to each other? What is the theme of the song? What will be seen/heard?). The media display should last 4-5 minutes. 
The instructor will give a single grade for each project; each group member will receive the same grade for the project.  
The project will be graded on the following criteria: 
Introduction/Overview of dimension   5 points  
List of characteristics     5 points  
Definition of characteristics  15 points  
Contributions of characteristics  15 points  
Integration of journal articles  10 points  
Introduction of media     5 points  
Relevance of media to dimension  10 points  
Visual display of poster    5 points  
Organization/clarity of presentation   5 points 
     Total 75 points 
 
     It is possible that instructors and students differ on their view of RBTTs.  That is, an instructor might consider 
a technique to be highly relevant, but students find the technique to be weakly relevant to their learning experiences.  
ignment relevancy might 
ions 




     The students (n=44 females) completed an anonymous questionnaire at a southwestern US university.  
Seventy-three percent of the students were White/Caucasian-American, 16% were Hispanic/Mexican-American, 
five percent were Black/African-American, five percent were multiracial, and two percent were Asian/Asian-
American.  Six students were freshmen, 16 students were sophomores, nine students were juniors, 12 students were 
seniors and one student identi
3.26 (on a four- -point scale). 
Instrument and Administration of Instrument (Procedure) 
     In a literature search of student assessments, the first author did not locate a questionnaire that was adequately 
suited to this course assignment.  Thus, the author created an instrument.  The instrument was composed of a series 
of single-item questions t .  The questions addressed two general issues about the 
assignment:  (a) overall value; and (b) helpfulness.  Twelve questions assessed overall value (e.g.
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nine questions assessed helpfuln  
instruct Students indicated on a five-point Likert scale the extent to which they agreed 
with each item (e.g., 1=strongly disagree, 5=strongly agree). The instrument 
Office of Research Services and distributed in the classroom by researchers (who did not teach the course sections in 
which the assignment was used).  Students were given the option to (a) refuse to complete the questionnaire and/or 
(b) withdraw from the study.  No student selected either of these options. 
 
Findings and Discussion  
 
     In reference to overall value of the assignment, students responded favorably.  More specifically, they 
reported that the assignment was useful (mean score [ms]=3.93), informative (ms=4.19), helpful (ms=3.86), 
interesting (ms=3.88), organized (ms=3.88), and specific (ms=3.93).  In contrast, there were lower mean scores for 
negative attributes of the assignment (e.g., confusion, intimidation).  As lower scores indicated disagreement with 
the questions, the scores indicated that students did not see the assignment as an adverse learning experience.  More 
specifically, the students did not find the assignment to be irrelevant (ms=1.93), overwhelming (ms=2.33), 
intimidating (ms=2.00), waste of their time (ms=2.09), unclear (ms=2.02), or confusing (ms=1.72). 
     In reference to helpfulness, students generally reported that the assignment was helpful to them.  More 
specifically, the description of the assignment purpose (ms=3.95), instructions for completion (ms=4.20), and 
grading criteria (ms=4.20) were helpful.  Students responded favorably to the instructor assistance (e.g., clarification 
of instructions, feedback on progress) received during the assignment (ms=3.98).  In addition, students rated 
positively the opportunities to apply course concepts (ms=4.23), go beyond the textbooks/lectures (ms=4.14), 
discuss experiences with other students/colleagues (ms=4.05), and make their own learning choices (ms=4.00).  
These findings are consistent with other studies (e.g., Ismail & Azman, 2010) that 
preferences for active teaching methods.  
     Similar to prior educational research (e.g., dangolani, 2011), this was a descriptive study.  The descriptive data 
revealed that students perceived the assignment to be relevant to their learning experience.  They perceived that the 
instructions given about the assignment (see Table 1) and instructor assistance were helpful.  More importantly, the 
students perceived that the assignment moved beyond simple repetition of course (textbook/lecture) concepts.  The 
assignment gave them opportunities to take responsibility for their own choices, collaborate with others and apply 
course concepts to specific media in meaningful ways.  For these reasons, it appears that this specific RBTT was a 
good fit for this course.  It also appears that this course assignment is consistent with RBTT principles (Christie, 
2008; Rockell, 2009).   
     However, t
The weaknesses include that the study utilized a small, nonrandom sample of female students from two sections of 
an undergraduate course.  These students are not representative of all students at this university.  It is possible that 
other (e.g., males, graduate) students would have a different perception of the assignment.  In addition, the study 
was cross-sectional in design.  Therefore, it did not asses
after the course ended.  In contrast to the weaknesses, the study did have some strengths.  For example, the study 
(intimidating) valenced aspects of 
provides much more detail about the assignment than could be gathered from the general course evaluation form 
utilized at the university. 
     Based on these strengths and weaknesses, implications for future research are offered.  First, instructions can 
create an experimental/quasi-experimental design if they teach two or more sections of the same course (Smith, 
2008).  If the instructor used the assignment in only one course section, then this section could be treated as an 
experimental group and the other sections could be treated as control groups.  The instructor could then assess the 
difference in student outcomes (e.g., course satisfaction, course grades on standard exams) across the sections.  
Second, instructors can utilize assignments in courses that have (a) more students and/or (b) more culturally diverse 
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students.  This format would allow instructors to reduce the possibility that results are due to sample characteristics 
(e.g., females).  Third, instructors can conduct longitudinal studies to track the relevance of the assignment to 
students over time.  Indeed, it is possible that some teaching techniques/assignments could be valuable to students 
after a course has ended.  This possibility is consistent with the principles of deep learning and transformative 
education (e.g., Castleberry, 2007; Eyler, 2002).  Although it might not be possible for instructors to pursue all of 
these research options, they should consider ways in which they can integrate teaching and research activities 




     In sum, there are a variety of relevance-based teaching techniques (RBTTs) available to college instructors.  
This overview is not a mandate that instructors should (a) change the techniques that they currently use or (b) accept 
the RBTTs that are described.  Rather, the overview simply provides information of which some instructors might 
not have been previously aware.  It is understood that instructors have to choose the techniques that are best suited 
understood that teaching is an emergent process, in which instructors might change techniques over time.  A learner-
oriented approach (e.g., Na, Seok, & Seong, 2010) can be used to help instructors select techniques that fit their 
 
     This article also provides a brief summary of a descriptive study.  The study provides some indication of 
assignment relevance, and highlights the value of student feedback on course assignments.  The study is consistent 
with the emphasis on measurement of meaningfulness in teaching/learning activities (e.g., Cortright et al., 2005).  
As more studies are conducted, instructors can use data to refine their teaching techniques over time (Smith, 2008).  
This refinement will likely create a better course experience for instructors and students.     
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